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OUR TECHNOLOGICAL AGE is continuously bringing us closer and 
closer. Total isolation, even if we were to desire it, is no longer possible. 
This closeness, in a way, is constantly providing a new environment 
for creative minds. They seem to draw or discard consciously or other- 
wise from the surrounding context, and the result is new materials, 
new techniques, new patterns, new movements and new expressions. 
When we look to the performing arts in this regard, we are amazed by 
the possibilities that are present before us. 

As a professional classical singer, I am directly and continuously 
involved with the creative aspect of music. I have often been giving 
thought to certain things that have been termed ‘modern’ in north 
Indian classical vocal music, especially in khyal. What is modernity? 
How and why does it originate? Does it or does it not merge with the 
parent stream of tradition? These and similar questions keep us think- 
ing all the time. Scholars in various fields have at one time or another 
answered these questions or, rather, in their attempts to provide 
answers, thrown useful light on them; for in the sphere of art, no 
questions have final answers or need to be answered. It is enough to 
examine them, ponder over them, in which process many a cobweb is 
brushed away. 

While pointing out the so called modern things in today’s khyal- 
singing, I will also briefly elaborate on why they have entered into 
classical music and what influence they have exerted. 


Background : The advent of modern technology, the coming of Indian 
independence and the events that followed it made us realize how 
happenings in the political and social world affect, in an important 
way, art and the lives of artists. : 


} We have seen the mergers of the old princely states, the diminishing 
importance of dance, drama and music in the regular cycles of worship 
in the temples, the growing influence of Western ways in our life- 
styles, the tendency of the wealthy and elite to use art and artists as 
Status symbols, the general inadequacy of public policy regarding the 
arts and the inadequate implementation of such measures as are 
attempted. These have tended to drive the arts to the common man's 
support for survival. On the other hand, the ‘new proud sense of 
national identity has engendered more warmth towards our classical 
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traditions in the arts. The seeds of modernity in the Indian arts are to be 
found here. 


Tradition : It must be remembered that what was sung traditional by 
the previous generation of vocalists had itself evolved through the 
centuries; their music reveals the impact of their times and the adjust- 
ments they had to make to keep pace with the artistic needs of their 
generation. If it is agreed that art must show an awareness of the 
changing times and its needs, then it follows that changes in art forms 
must be deemed not only inevitable, but also vitally necessary. Classi- 
cal music must, therefore, be considered in the context of its times. 


Contribution of listeners: Inthe development of music through the 
centuries, listeners have contributed no less than musicians. A special 
feature of an Indian music recital is an active participation of the 
audience during the performance in the creation of music through 
body gestures and loud words of appreciation. There is a sort of 
continuous dialogue between the sensitive performer and the discern- 
ing listener, and the music has been reshaping itself steadily as a result 
of their mutual responses. From the earliest Vedic chant to the present 
khyal is one long continuous march, always linking the old and the 
new. When music began to be used mainly for entertainment, it became 
the object of the artists to furnish their patrons with ever-fresh novel- 
ties. In the race to do this, many practices disruptive of tradition have 
become current; on the other hand, thoughtful and responsible artists 
have also endowed tradition with new features of vigour and beauty. 


Khyal : Today’s north Indian classical vocal music is obviously repre- 
sented by khyal. Dhrupad-dhamar is no doubt occasionally heard, but it 
is regarded more as an ancestor of khyal than its contemporary. Khyal 
has been in vogue over 200 years, but it also could not escape the 
transformations which were inevitable with changing times. At one 
ume it revealed a close kinship to dhrupad-dhamar but over the years a 
has undergone such a radical transformation that it reminds one of the 
transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly. Freedom is its watch- 
word, infinity its domain. It tends to be all-comprehensive, receptive of 
almost everything. The fight khyal has put up against the various 
encroachments made by film, folk, theatre, instrumental. Carnatic and 
Western music, science and technology is very interesting and Laid 
noung. P 
Ideas about tradition, beauty, etc. are inculcated in one’s mind 
because of their acceptance over generations. They are OT a 
blindly borrowed; critical thinking is hardly involved. With se 
increased number of branches of science, the scope of experienc = 
also widened. Science directs man to take an objective view of life. 
There now prevails a spirit of enquiry which does not easily accept the 
authority of tradition without subjecting it to the test of reason, (0 
One’s independent thought and experience. Since the frame of estab- 
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lished rules and regulations obstructed freedom of expression, it was 
inevitable that this frame should have received blows and come loose. 


Raga and tala: The concepts of raga and tala, which are the unique fea- 
tures of Indian music, have been moulding themselves and maturing in 
accordance with the needs of the times. Vadi, samvadi, that, etc., which 
form the grammar of a raga, are becoming less and less important. The 
artist is now mainly concerned with the notes of the scale of a raga, their 
characteristic ascending-descending movements and, mainly, his own 
interpretation of the raga — its personality as a whole. This attitude 
has influenced in small detail the development and presentation of a raga. 
Every note is now given.an exhaustive treatment in the context of the 
raga to which it belongs. Thus subtle embroidery or filigree-work on 
notes is on the increase. This has resulted in a comparatively slow tala 
tempo for vilambit (slow) khyal. The tendency to ignore tala, especially 
in alap (slow phrases), thus has its root in avoiding obstruction by the 
tempo and by segments of the tala frame. As slow speed has made possi- 
ble filigree-work on the notes in alap, extremely fast tala has added an 
element of surprise and thrill to a performance. 


Bandish or precomposed song or tune: Indian music has lived through 
the oral tradition. In this tradition the bandish or precomposed song 
assumed great importance since it contained in seed form the rendering 
of a particular raga and form. It thus provided in a way guidelines to 
the artist in projecting the raga and form. However, it also restricted 
the artist to the tonal structure of the bandish or text. The artist of today 
wishes to experience the raga free from this restriction. Secondly, khyal 
being an abstract form, the artist wants to raise its structure only with 
pure musical constituents — swara and laya — avoiding words which 
colour a phrase with specific meaning. As a result the length of a 
textual composition, especially in vilambit or slow khyal, is getung 
smaller. The second half of the composition, antara, is disappearing fast 
and the first part, sthayi, also generally consists of one tala cycle. 
However, although the bandish is becoming smaller, the rendering ofa 
raga is becoming more emotional and romantic and the words of a 
composition are being exploited for the purpose. 

Another noticeable difference in raga presentation today is the grow- 
ing use of sargam in place of bol-phrases. One reason for this could be 
that the textual composition has grown short; another could be thatin 
bol-phrases words have to be broken into parts, with consequent loss of 
their emotional content. Sa-re-ga-ma in sargam, on the other hand, are 
meaningful alphabets in the language of music. They convey musical 
meaning and the aesthetic emotions of a musical phrase. Moreover, the 
note patterns which appear difficult or impossible in alap and tan can 
be rendered with ease in sargam because of its monosyllabic nature. Iris 
interesting to note that not only in khyal but also in word-oriented 
forms like thumri, ghazal, bhajan, film and stage songs, sargam™ 1S us 
freely and with gay abandon. 
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Science and technology: The 20th century ushered in an era of science 
and technology and it affected life in all its aspects. It was a compara- 
tively speedy change and an all-prevailing one. Naturally, its echoes 
were heard in the field of art too. 

In the field of music, various media such as radio, television, films, 
tapes and discs brought different types of music, from Western to folk, 
to the people at large. In a very short span of time, these media 
increased the audience for different kinds of music. Naturally, the 
members of this audience were at different levels of musical awareness. 
Their likings were different, their expectations of music were different. 

Science also brought about a major difference in the artist-audience 
relationship. While television transformed music into a visual art, the 
microphone increased the physical distance between the two and 
affected the level of artistic communication which is so vital in the 
creation of music during actual performance. A new society was born 
where an artist looked at his art as a saleable commodity and the 
audience regarded art as entertainment. 


Microphone: Not only ideas of beauty but also methods of apprecia- 
tion change according to changing times. Before the microphone 
arrived on the scene, a voice which could be heard in the farthest corner 
of ahall was considered good. Naturally, the artistic work on the notes 
had to be such that it could be heard by all. 

Volume of voice being an essential feature, the notes tended to be 
straight and bold and the speed of phrases slow. The microphone 
brought about a revolution in music. Audibility was no longer a 
problem; even a breath could be heard in amplification. The tonal 
quality of sound assumed great importance. The artist began to think 
in terms of making conscious use of volume, timbre, range and speed to 
increase the communicative capacity of his voice. The filigree-work on 
the notes of the alép began to be more delicate and subtle; the tans 
Moved with jet speed, the combination of notes in the phrases became 
more complicated. 


Film music: Film today offers a variety of entertainment at small 
expense. From village to metropolitan cities, every nook and corner of 
the country is under its spell. Music is a major and important part of 
Indian films. Film production is on a very large scale and thus fihn 
Music gets tremendous publicity. Whether one wishes it or not, one 1s 
forced to listen to film music from portable transistor radios on the 
roads or at public places. It easily reaches people at different social 
strata, pervading the emotional life of society as a whole. Classical 
Musicians and their audience have also not been able to remain impet- 
vious to the influence of film music. : 
Either by chance or as a result of a conscious search for good voices, 
the film industry is fortunate in having highly sensitive, expressive, 
€motional, and mellifluous voices for playback singing. The voices of 
these playback singers came to be compared consciously or uncons- 
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ciously with the voices of classical musicians. This resulted in classical 
singers paying more attention to their voices. Earlier the quality of 
voice did not matter much; it was mainly knowledge, technique and 
skill which won recognition. A good voice now became an essential 
too! of a classical singer and the fear of instant rejection made him 
conscious of his voice quality. He endeavoured to make his voice better 
and more effective. The idea of varying the texture of voice by manipu- 
lating timbre and volume, making it soft, whispery, bold, pointed, 
broad, open, guttural, husky, etc. is now finding favour with classical 
musicians. There is another indication of the effect of film music on 
classical singing: the practice of singing in a very high pitch, trying to 
reach notes in the higher octaves, has become a musical gimmick 
which earns sure applause. 

Since film music has the background of a story and action, words and 
emotional expression become very important. The importance of 
words thus impressed itself on the minds of classical singers and their 
pronunciation of words became more clear, pointed, graceful and 
emotional. While concentrating on grammar, they now sang witha 
consciousness of beauty and with feeling. Another direct result of film 
music was that love, which plays a major role in film music, began to 
abound in classical songs too. Even the male-and-female duets of film 
music now have their counterpart in classical music where two artists 
sing together from the same platform. There is an element of competi- 
tion in what is commonly known as jugalbandi, but today jugalbandi 
has become yugal-gan, where the artists complement each other. This 
has also affected the content, expression and presentation of classical 
music. 


The variety in the theka of a tal is yet another contribution of film 

music. These new thekds in turn have influenced not only the tonal 
contour of the bandish but the progression in the formal development 
of a raga. 
. Thus we observe that film music has contributed to classical music 
in many ways. On the one hand it has made classical musicians aware 
of the tonal quality of voice, pronunciation of words, expression ‘of 
feeling, clarity and neatness in presentation; on the other, ithas trained 
the ears of the common man in terms of tunefulness, beauty of voice, 
finish and polish in presentation. 


Theatre music: Classical music in Maharashtra shows the influence of 
theatre music. Theatre music has its origin in folk and classical music, 
but has gradually developed its own style and identity. The stage artist 
had an advantage. Likea film, the play hada story anda stage setting to 
suit the mood of the song. The song was intrinsically woven into the 
action of the play. It also had literary merit. Besides, stage acting and 
singing was a live performance. 

Stage songs in Maharashtra were sung by artists like Balagandharva 
who had a halo of glamour around them. Asa result, stage music ma 
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a profound impression on the minds of people at large. It began to get a 
large audience backing. Classical singers were naturally attracted 
towards stage music and its style, which made an altogether different 
and novel attempt to move the hearts of the audience. The characteris- 
tic musical mannerisms of stage singers, their style of rendering,tan, 
their tendency to repeat a line of the song in different ways, and such 
other features of stage music were gradually introduced in the classical 
music of Maharashtra. 


Folk music: Folk music is the natural musical expression of human- 
kind and has been a perpetual source of inspiration for other types of 
music. After independence, folk music regained its place of honour in 
the cultural life of the people and has continued to enrich contempor- 
ary classical music. Musicians began pondering over certain dhuns or 
melodies of folk music in the context of ragas, forms and themes. The 
abandon and free expression of folk music, its beauty and simplicity, 
its rustic quality and enticing rhythm, its excitement and intoxication, 
have mesmerized even classical musicians. The introduction of the folk 
element in classical music has given it a new vigour and mass appeal. 


Instrumental music: In India, vocal music enjoys a higher place than 
instrumental music. Perhaps for this reason instrumental music did 
not, for a long time, make any noticeable progress as an independent 
medium and more or less remained in the shadow of vocal music. ~ 

In recent years, however, instrumental music has developeda style of 
its own, strikingly different from that of vocal music. Instrumentalists 
have realized the inherent qualities of their instruments and have 
begun to make skilful use of these qualities in playing. The novelty of 
instrumental music and the popularity it has won instrumentalists 
have forced vocalists to think about instrumental music differently. - 
Instrumentalists have always followed the voice on their instruments. 
Today the vocalist also tries to produce typical instrumental nuances. 
Though both vocal and instrumental musicians realize their own 
limitations, they try yet to draw closer to each other, keeping their 
identity intact. The influence of instruments like the Sitar and Sarod 
on the rendering of vocal music can be noticed in such things as swings 
of notes, very fast tempo, zala-type tans,.and the growing popularity of 
sargam, which enables thé artist to produce combinations and expres- 
sions formerly typical of instrumental music. 


Carnatic music: Indian classical music comprises two main musical 
systems. The music of north India is Hindustani music while the 
music of south India is Carnatic music. Although the concepts of raga 
and téla are common to both, there is a difference in approach, tech- 
nique, expression and presentation. Today. the two systems are com- 
plementing and enriching each other. The exchange of régas began 
long ago. Even some compositions have been borrowed without any 
change. But now the expressions and stylistic details of the two systems 
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have begun influencing each other. For instance, the influence of 
Carnatic style in Hindustani music is evident in the rendering of 
gamakas. A new and rare possibility for exchange and enrichment of 
musical expression has been created by Hindustani and Carnatic musi- 
cians coming together for jugalbandi. 


Forms: To express régas, a number of forms came into existence to suit 
the needs of changing umes. Some of these forms were lost in the 
passage of time. Some managed to survive by adapting themselves to 
newly felt needs. Dhrupad, dhamar, khyal, tappa, tarana, thumri, 
dadra, ghazal, and bhajan are some of the contemporary classical and 
light-classical forms in Hindustani music. All these forms have their 
own stylistic features. Today their border-lines are getting thinner. 
Even the schools of khyal and thumri are slowly disappearing. Every 
artist picks up what appeals to him in all styles and makes use of his 
borrowings according to his ability. Especially the artists who present 
only one kind of music in their recitals are seen consciously incorporat. 
ing features from other forms to make their music more entertaining. 
Classical khyal now shows a close affinity to light-classical thumri. 
The murkis and khatkas of thumri are now used with abandon in 
khyal. Sargam and tan, on the other hand, can now be heard in thumri. 
The light-classical form ghazal has now come closer to khyal and 
thumri by incorporating spacious 4laps, tans, and sargams. This 
exchange of material and styles among different forms is a continuous 
Process. 


Western music: Since British days Western music has exercised an 
influence on Indian artists and audiences, who have imbibed it con- 
Sciously or unconsciously. Western music holds sway over Indian film 
music. Even light music seems to have entered the fold of Western 
music, 


However, classical music has remained unaffected, mainly because 
the concept of harmony in Western misic is alien to the concept of 
melody in Indian music. To introduce harmony in Indian classical 
music, one has to face the problem of reducing a rdga to a scale. The 
scale assumes the personality of a raga by the way in which itsnotesare 
Combined and expressed through meend and gamakas. The concept of 
vaga stands on the ground of pure, bare melody. 


No doubt an illusion of harmony is created even in Hindustani 
classical music by sounding, by way of novelty, the chords on the 
accompanying instruments while the main artist holds steady on a 
particular note. Similarly in sargam rendering, when the note-names 
are patterned on the lines of chords and pronounced in a particular 
Way, an illusion of harmony is created. However, this is being doneon 
a very limited scale. 

__ An important aspect of our global encounter is that the raga is losing 
Ms rigidity. This change can be seen in the different approaches possi- 
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ble in terms of its materials, techniques, patterns and expressions. 
These changes are very subtle but a sensitive ear and an analytical mind 
can see them occuring, 


Conclusion: When one views the encroachments made on classical or 
raga music or its representative form, khyal, by film, folk, Carnatic, 
instrumental and Western music, as well as science and technology, 
one finds that these encroachments are only on the peripheral, superfi- 
cial level. They have not affected the ‘soul’ of raga or khyal. These 
outside encroachments have not only enhanced the beauty of réga or 
khyal but have also prolonged their life. 

Today classical music is subjected to two kinds of contradictory 
accusations. On one side the critics clamour, in the name of theory and 
tradition, that the standard of classical music has deteriorated and it 
has not retained its original purity. On the other side it is argued that 
classical music has become static, that it is not taking new strides 
suitable to the changing times. To say that old is gold or to argue that 
whatever is old should be totally discarded are two extreme viewpoints. 
Creative modernity lies in finding new paths without losing the base or 
essence of tradition. That classical music should change and adapt 
itself to new ideas for survival is inevitable. In fact mainstream classical 
music has assimilated new ideas and trends whenever artists have 
found it necessary. However, it must be remembered that only trends in 
tune with the basic thought and structure of classical music have been 
assimilated. Khyal, which represents raga music, wishes to survive and 
retain its identity even as it changes to make itself more exciting and 
emotionally satisfying. Nourished by its old roots, khyal is growing (0 
new heights. This is modernity — recognition of the need to change 
with the times. B 


